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Bald Eagle
Status: Threatened, awaiting
removal from list
Year declared endangered: 1940
Lowest count in lower 48 states:
417 nesting pairs

In 1782, the Second Continental
Congress incorporated the bald
eagle into the first Great Seal of

the United States as a symbol of
“supreme power and authority.”
Unlike England, where wildlife
was the exclusive property of roy-
alty, in this new nation wild ani-
mals belonged to all the people.

By the 1930s, the national symbol
was in trouble. Bald eagles, once
soaring over most of the country by
the hundreds of thousands, had
plummeted in number to an estimat-
ed 10,000 pairs by the 1950s.
Hunting, land clearing and acciden-
tal poisoning contributed to the
decline (eagles often ate toxic meat
set out by ranchers to kill wolves
and other predators). In 1940, the
U.S. Congress jumped to the fore
with the Bald Eagle Protection Act,
which acknowledged the scientific
and political reasons to conserve the
distinctive white-headed bird with a
seven-foot wingspan. “The bald
eagle is no longer a mere bird of bio-
logical interest but a symbol of the
American ideals of freedom,” the
law states. It prohibited the killing of
bald eagles for virtually any reason.

But the introduction of DDT
[Dichloro Diphenyl Trichloro-
ethane] in 1945 dealt the animal a
critical blow. The pesticide,
sprayed far and wide to eradicate
mosquitoes and agricultural pests,
crept into the food chain. Fish ate
exposed bugs, eagles and other
birds ate pesticide-laced fish, and
the DDT ingested by the birds so
thinned their eggshells that chicks
couldn’t survive. By 1963, only
417 bald eagle nesting pairs were
found in the lower 48 states.

In 1972, 10 years after Rachel
Carson’s book Silent Spring publi-
cized the insidious threat of DDT,
the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency banned the pesticide. Still,
the hunting and chemical regula-
tions would not have been enough
to revive the bald eagle. The pas-
sage of the Endangered Species
Act provided critical help by pro-
tecting the bird’s habitat. Other
federal laws would also contribute.
Efforts to decontaminate the
Chesapeake Bay on the East Coast,
prompted by the Clean Water Act,
benefited the eagle by slowly
reducing harmful pollutants from
prime bald eagle feeding grounds.

Widespread affection for the
emblematic bird also made a dif-
ference. Eagle lovers monitored
nests, educated the public and
campaigned to close nesting areas
during the breeding season. The
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
banned hunters from using lead
shot nationwide, which can poison
eagles and other raptors that scav-
enge waterfowl that have been
struck by the shot. Meanwhile, the
eagle itself adapted to living near
people—even setting up nests a
few miles from the U.S. Capitol.

In 1995, wildlife authorities
changed the bald eagle’s status from
endangered to threatened, an impor-
tant moment in conservation histo-
ry. Today, with about 7,678 pairs of
bald eagles in the lower 48 states,
the bird awaits a final OK to be
taken off the Endangered Species
Act’s threatened list, a move that
many anticipate will come quickly.
“People want success,” says Jody
Millar, Bald Eagle Monitoring
Coordinator for the Fish and
Wildlife Service, in Rock Island,
Illinois. She says that the recovery
of the beloved national symbol has
generated public acceptance of con-
servation measures. “No govern-
ment can protect a species if the
public doesn’t want it.”

More Than a Symbolic Victory

The origins of Earth Day
lie, curiously, in anti-
Vietnam War protests. It

was Gaylord Nelson, U.S.
senator and conservationist,
who first wondered whether
the methods developed for
the anti-Vietnam War protests
could achieve positive results
in other areas as well. The
anti-war teach-ins—meet-
ings to discuss a subject of
public interest—were held
on campuses across the
United States and they led
Nelson to plan a nationwide
teach-in on the environment.

That was the origin of Earth
Day. In September 1969,
Nelson formally announced
that there would be a “nation-
al environmental teach-in”
sometime in the spring of
1970. A full page ad in The
New York Times in February
1970 announced that on April
22, 1970, citizens all over the
United States would demon-
strate for a cleaner environ-
ment. As a result, 20 million
people participated in
America’s first Earth Day
celebration. http://www.epa.
gov/earthday/
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